TO   THE  READER
an Othello, a Juliet, a Coriolanus; sets them all forth to us in
their round completeness; loving, just, and equal brother of all.'
Measure for Measure is the touchstone to show which view is
correct. It is claimed that this 'acrid5 play (which we can date
exactly) is evidence of Shakespeare's Jacobean cynicism about
1604. Upon it must turn our belief in Shakespeare's long
period of 'disillusionment5, and I have therefore chosen it for
special study.
I believe that Piers Plowman and Measure for Measure are the
two things most widely misunderstood in English Literature,
with the one exception of the work of Jonathan Swift. I had
hoped to print two lectures depicting Swift as yet another
'suffering heroic heart5. Almost every year for thirty years
since 1904, I have tried thus to show to students the alleged
hater of his kind. But this book is long enough already, and
I leave Swift in abler hands than mine.
Oliver Elton has asked us to dream of our poetry for a
moment cas all written by a single poet of unimaginable gifts,
and older than Methuselah'. May we not dream of all our
literature, whether in prose or verse, in modern English, in
early English, or in Latin, as the work of one spirit? We see
that spirit when Bede preserved the continuity of civilization,
and Beowulf consecrated valour. It inspired men as different as
Tyndale and 'unbending More', Byron and Ruskin. It in-
spired also those modern scholars, with some account of whom
this book closes, scholars who 'friend us' 'in the dark and
cloudy day', when some are again fearing 'that there will be
no long posterity for learning'.1
From the august roll of English writers, other names might
have been chosen equally well to illustrate that spirit: these
were determined for me principally by the fact that between
1924 and 1936 certain anniversaries came round: the hundredth,
four hundredth, twelve hundredth, as the case might be. A
bundle of lectures and essays, the result of such chronological
accident, may seem to have no more unity than the memoranda
out of which Mr. Dick constructed his kite. Yet even to those
discourses of Mr. Dick, the recurrence of the head of King
1 HOUSMAN, Shropshire Lad, Ixii; MANILIUS, v, xxxvi.
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